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Let us pray… 
 
The deacons met on Thursday night.  During our opening reflection, I asked them how 
they prepare UCCB for worship every Sunday.  Their answers were fast and furious – 
turn on the lights, put out the bulletins, post the hymn numbers, check the candles – 
your deacons know how to get this sacred space ready for you, for God.  They describe 
the tasks with energy, their voices are full of love.  Your deacons know how to prepare.   
 
They are Advent deacons.  They take seriously the words from the prophet Isaiah, 
proclaimed by Steve in our scripture reading:  “Prepare the way of the Lord!”  I might 
adapt the scripture reading for them: 

“Prepare the way of the Lord, 
make the paraments straight. 
Every water glass shall be filled, 
and every door shall be opened, 
and the hymnals shall be made straight, 
and the heat will be turned on,  
and all flesh shall be welcomed to worship.” 

Of course, this morning’s scripture wasn’t talking about getting a sanctuary ready for 
worship.  It was talking about the whole world getting ready for God. 
 
A quick bible study.  The bible is divided into two parts, what are they?  (Hebrew 
Scripture and Christian Scripture.)  Christian Scripture starts out with four “books” that 
tell the story of Jesus’ life; those are called the four…? (Gospels)  And they are? 
(Matthew, Mark, Luke, John.)  This morning’s scripture reading is from Luke.  Luke 
seems to have been an amateur historian; he’s like an Alan Roar or Duncan Brown – 
he’s always seeing and making historical connections.  In this text, in the Christian 
scripture, he is quoting a famous text from the Hebrew scriptures.  All of that “Prepare 
the way of the Lord” is from the Hebrew prophet Isaiah.  Luke uses those words to 
describe another prophet.  He says of this prophet, “He went into all the region around 
the Jordan, proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins”.  Anyone 
remember from Steve’s reading who that “He” was?  Jesus?  No!  It was his cousin, 
John; John the baptizer.  John is the voice crying out in the wilderness. 
 
Now, it’s possible you missed the bit in the scripture reading about John being in the 
wilderness, because you had already lost track of the passage despite Steve’s 
mellifluous voice.  Many a pastor was tempted this week to skip the first couple of 
verses of the lectionary passage.  From “In the fifteenth year of the reign of Emperor 
Tiberius” to “during the high-priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas”.  Who cares?!  Long 
ago, far away, and hardly relevant!  Well, maybe the individual names and places aren’t 
so significant, but Luke’s inclusion of them in the text means a great deal. 
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Have you ever used Google Earth?  You can pick a spot, like Big Ben in London, start 
way out in space and zoom in, coming closer and closer to Big Ben.  That’s what the 
gospel writer, Luke, was doing with this morning’s scripture passage.  He’s getting 
ready to talk about God’s presence coming into the world.  So he starts big.  And for 
Luke, in his time and place, there was nothing bigger than the Roman Empire.  So he 
starts with Emperor Tiberius.  His audience, hearing the story, would think, yes, of 
course if God is going to enter the world, God will enter at the level of the greatest 
power, the Empire.  But wait, then Luke focuses on Pontius Pilate, the governor of 
Judea.  Okay, not as big a deal, but Pilate’s a governor; God would act at that level.  But 
then Luke takes it down to a section of Judea, Herod’s little fiefdom in Galilee.  And then 
Luke starts talking about smaller and even smaller regions, until he’s just talking about 
who is in charge at the synagogue:  Annas and Caiaphas.  Okay, God would focus 
God’s attention on those in charge of the religious community.  Nope!  Veer left, and 
Luke concludes with “the word of God came to John son of Zechariah in the 
wilderness”.  The word of God comes not to the Emperor, but to a crack-pot prophet 
running around in the desert. 
 
That’s at least part of the point Luke wants to make:  God comes not to the powerful 
and mighty, but to those on the margins, at the edge.  God works through the last and 
the least expected.  God sides with the powerless and the poor. 
 
That’s a strong message, for us right here right now.  When we’re frustrated with our 
elected officials, when we are despairing for our planet and her people, when we feel 
powerless to even slow the gun violence, the Christian story confronts those limiting 
beliefs and reminds us that God, again and again, has worked through small groups of 
ordinary people.  Like our Deacons, who prepare this worship service for us. 
 
But I think there is another message from Luke’s roll call of descending political power.  
The list is really specific; he gives names and places.  2,000 years later, for me that is a 
reminder that God always comes to a particular time and place.  I’ve heard this scripture 
passage again and again over the years, the details blur together.  But they shouldn’t.  
Luke gave socio-political coordinates of the exact moment in which he wanted to talk 
about God entering the world.  For 20 years I’ve been preaching that “God is right here, 
right now”.  But especially in a world in turmoil, those words can be platitudes, instead of 
a proclamation that God is coming into this world, now. 
 
So, instead, let me say: 
In the second term of the United Nations Secretary-General ban Ki-Moon, 
when Barak Obama was president of the United States, 
and Charlie Baker was governor of Massachusetts, 
and Jamie Eldridge & Jen Benson were the state senator & representative, 
and Peter Senghas was the moderator of UCC Boxborough, 
and Jennifer Royce was the chair of the Deacons, 
that is went the word of God came to a small community of faith 
in the suburbs of Boston. 



 3 

And they joined their voices together, saying: 
“Prepare the way of the Lord,  
make the paths straight.” 
God is working through a particular group of people – us, me, you – to straighten out the 
paths of the world. 
 
Just what paths are we talking about here?  Luke-quoting-Isaiah is talking about tricky 
paths:  crooked paths that need to be made straight, valley paths that need to be filled 
in like potholes after a bad winter, mountain paths that need to be leveled out to avoid 
altitude sickness, rough paths that need to be smoothed out so feet don’t stumble.  
Beautiful, metaphorical language.  And we know the sorts of paths the ancient prophet 
was talking about.  Isaiah preached a lot about widows and orphans; lepers and people 
whose bodies weren’t “typical”; outcastes and prisoners.  Folks whose daily lives were 
pretty difficult paths. 
 
At the end of 2015, the rough paths include mental illness with no treatment, people 
shut out of jobs or communities because of their skin color.  We know the valley of a 
planet at great risk, of a widening gap between rich and poor.  And we are, 
heartbreakingly, climbing again the mountain of gun violence, and the temptation to hike 
up the hill of anger and fear. 
 
Those are some pretty crooked paths.  And the ways to straighten them out aren’t the 
least bit clear.  Sometimes it’s tempting to just get a huge metaphorical backhoe and 
flatten the whole deal:  obliterate the mountains and make the valleys disappear.  Build 
walls and laws to keep everyone out.  Arm yourself with suspicion and a gun.  Give up 
on the people trapped by illness or addiction and cut them right out of your life.  Those 
will be some smooth paths. 
 
Do you remember the Pax Romana?  Not personally, I mean, because it began almost 
30 years before Jesus was born.  “Romana”, of course, is Rome, and “Pax” is peace:  
Roman Peace.  During this period of the Roman Empire, there were virtually no wars.  
And that was great.  But there were no wars, in part, because Rome had amassed so 
much power and had so many territories under their fist that nobody had the resources 
or the will to fight.  That is not the kind of peace God calls us to work for.  That is not the 
kind of peace God invites us into at Advent.  That is not the kind of peace for which God 
wants us to prepare.   
 
God’s peace is a hand-to-hand peace, a small batch peace, a personalized peace, an 
artisanal peace.  God’s peace, viewed through Google earth, swoops down from the 
vastness of space to the specific, the particular, to right here, right now.  God’s peace is 
in how we listen to each other, help each other, wrestle with our differences, hold each 
other – at work, at home, in the classroom, in the parking lot.  Not because God isn’t 
also present in cosmic issues, or working at a higher level; I believe God is.  But the 
point of the Christmas story – not to give away the ending – is that God comes to a 
particular place and time, and interacts with particular people, and changes their 
particular lives, which in turn changes the whole world. 
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At last Thursday’s Deacon meeting, “prepare” came up a second time.  We were 
discussing this morning’s communion service.  Your deacons get anxious about serving 
communion.  They’re afraid they’re going to miss a cue, skip a section of the 
congregation, or not fill enough chalices with grape juice.  They drew a map of the 
congregation to make sure they’d all know where to go when.  I have to admit, it’s fun to 
tease them about this.  But, really, I’m in awe of their dedication to being Advent 
deacons; again and again, they prepare.  They prepare bread, they prepare grape juice, 
they prepare napkins, they prepare choreography, they prepare their bodies, they 
prepare their hearts.   
 
They prepare, as much as they can, so they can smooth out our paths.  In a few 
minutes we will all join together to share communion.  We’ll come forward, as we are 
able, to tear bread from the loaf, dip it in the cup, and eat.  We won’t trip over wrinkles in 
the carpet, or hymnals left in the aisle.  The deacons won’t hold the bread just out of our 
reach.  They won’t ask to see some ID before giving us the juice.  They will look in our 
eyes, smile, speak words of welcome:  “The bread of life”, “The cup of joy”.  They 
haven’t set a fence around this table, an obstacle course in the aisle.  They don’t even 
require us to come forward; Deacon Jennifer will gladly serve you in your seat.  The 
Deacons have done everything they can to prepare the way for you to receive this meal 
of bread and juice. 
 
Because the deacons know this isn’t their meal.  This is God’s meal.  The same meal 
Jesus shared with his friends – including the one who would deny him, the one who 
would betray him, the ones who would fall asleep when he asked them to stay awake, 
and the ones who ran away.  Somehow Jesus had a sense of what was to come.  And 
yet he blessed, the food and the people.  He shared, his meal and his prayers.  He was 
probably anxious, afraid, even angry.  But still he gave the bread, and shared the cup, 
and said, “I will always be with you.”  About to head out on the roughest path ever – the 
way of the cross, the journey to his own crucifixion, Jesus was still trying to clear a path 
for others. 
 
And now, my friends, Jesus calls us to do the same.  Jesus calls us to take this meal 
out into the world and clear paths for others:  with our words, with our actions, with our 
money, with our work, with our prayers, with our lives.  Filled with the life God feeds 
you, full of the joy God gives you, go into the world, beloved, and prepare the way.  
Amen. 
 
 
 
 


